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Due to the many requests for transcripts of Dr. Wecht's presentation and 
review of the J.F. Kennedy Assassination for the 1 988 OS CA Seminar, we 
will present the verbatim transcription. Cyril Wecht, M.D., J.D. was the 
Coroner for Allegheny County, Pennsylvania (Pittsburgh) formally years 
and is one of the few expert forensic pathologist to have actually examined 
the physical evidence from the Kennedy Assassination. Due to the length 
of this transcription, we will publish it in four issues of the UPDATE. 

As requested at the 1987 Seminar, Dr. Justin Krause of Greene County 
and his committee prepared new By-laws and they were presented at the 
1988 business meeting, and were accepted as presented. One of the 
important changes in the By-laws is the type of membership now 
available in the Ohio State Coroners’ Association. 

Membership shall be open to all Coroners, pathologists and other 
licensed physicians who have responsibilities in connection with the 
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FORENSIC REVIEW OF THE JOHN F. KENNEDY ASSASSINATION 

BY CYRIL WECHT, M.D., J.D. 

(Transcription of the lecture given by Dr. Wecht at the 1988 OSCA Seminar) 

Thank you very much, Dr. Eichcr. Dr. Geron, Dr. Adrion, Dr. Eicher and members of the Ohio Stale Coroner’s Association, 
and members of their staff, and guests: I appreciate having been invited, and I'm very happy to be with you this evening. The 
subject is always interesting to the American public, and this is a propitious lime, it’s now a half a year before the twenty-fifth 
memoralive anniversary of John F. Kennedy’s assassination. There will be a tremendous amount of programming taking place 
beginning early November. The exact anniversary this year will be on Tuesday, November 22, 1988. There will be a very fine 
ninety minute or |x>ssil>ly two hour program that London independent TV is pulling on that will l>c programmed throughout the 
British Commonwealth which they expect to have marketed through one or more of the networks in this country. And Nova, the 
educational channel program — or production organization, will be having a program also of somewhere between one to two hours. 
I'm sure that ABC, CBS, NBC will also have programs, and I very much recommend to you, if you did not see it last year, the 
program that undoubtedly will be shown again this year. It’s a five-and-a-half-hour presentation called “Lee Harvey Oswald On 
Trial”. This is done by the British television, also on London Weekend TV. It is a fascinating drama, and you would be enthralled 
by the program. The two trial attorneys are Jerry Spence for the defense, who is one of the foremost trial attorneys in the United 
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Slatesof America. He handled the Karen Silkwood case. And 
the attorney for the prosecution is Vincent Bulliosi from the 
Charles Manson cases, the author of “Heller Skelter”. It was 
filmed in London, and except for the judge and jurors, the two 
attorneys and the two pathologists, Charles Petty for prosecu- 
tion and me for the defense, everyone else is exactly that person 
whom he or she is supposed to be and would have been had the 
trial taken place back in 1964. They brought over a judge from 
Texas and a jury from Texas, and then, as I say, all the other 
people are the exact witnesses that would have been called, 
among many others. But it is tremendous theater. Time 
Magazine called it the best courtroom drama every made. 
They did an outstanding job. If that’s shown, try to find the 
time to watch it. In any event, most of you are old enough to 
remember as adults or intelligent mid-to-late teenagers, what 
you were doing back in 1963. There are some younger people 
in the room who don’t, of course, have any personal recollec- 
tions, and the only tilings they know about the assassination are 
what they have read and heard. And except for those people 
who luivc taken the lime to rend Nome articles and books, there 
is painfully little from my perspective, most of which is quite 
inaccurate, that is portrayed in the history books that students 
in high schools and elementary schools learn from. Let me 
refresh your memories, take you back, — to that very tragic 
event, and then essentially in chronological fashion, hurdle 
through the years to the present time, and let you know where 
things are, and what yet might possibly be done. 

It was on Friday, November 22, 1963 that John F. Kennedy 
arrived in Dallas. 1964 was a re-election year. Texas was a 
major stale. The South was very unhappy about John F. 
Kennedy. There was still lingering anti-Calholic feeling, and 
probably of greater political importance was the belief, the 
continuing perception that he was going to be ramming all 
kinds of civil rights legislation down their throats. Interest- 
ingly just as a parathetical aside, all of that civil rights legisla- 
tion, which the South feared, did come to past under the realm 
of Lyndon Johnson, a Southerner. Kennedy started things, but 
had not really done that much in the area. Not that it wasn’t in 
his heart and in his mind, but it had not yet become a political 
reality. The South was a seething cesspool of political hatred 
in many pockets. And that’s important for you to understand. 
When you talk about the John F. Kennedy assassination and 
you think about what might have happened, why, and how 
those events that transpired thereafter, as well as the assassina- 
tion itself, could have taken place in the United States of 
America in this era, it’s important, it’s vc r ; relevant for you to 
know what was going on. For those of us who have lived in the 
North all our lives and have never spent any time in Uic South 
back then, you can’t really know. You’ve heard a thousand 
stories, but I can assure you, as intelligent and well read as I 
thought I might have been and as interested in politics and 
government as I thought I might have been, until I spent two 
years at Maxwell Air Force Base in Montgomery, Alabama, 
1959-1961, 1 never understood what it really was like to be in 
the dark deep South any more than I could really have appre- 
ciated what it’s like to be in South Africa until I went there 
some years ago and saw some of those things for myself. The 
day of Kennedy’s arrival in Dallas, the major newspaper had 
received and accepted for publication a full page ad with a 
black rim border to suggest an obituary notice that contained 


some very strong language against Kennedy. Tens of t> 
sands of handbills were distributed in the streets of Dalla? 
day, presumedly as we come to learn, paid for by money I 
the Hunt family — H.L. Hunt. And that was in the form 
U.S. Post Office Ten Most Wanted kind of presentation 
Kennedy’s picture and the capLion beneath, “Wanted 
Treason”. And when it was announced in many schools v 
South that the President of the United States had been shoi 
killed that day, the*~> are numerous recorded docume 
instances of school children bursting out into applause. 1 
you all know, that kind of hatred comp >om the home, I 
six or an eight or a ten or a twelve or a fifteen year old ki< 
doesn’t come from his or her mind and heart. What do \' 
kids possibly know and feel? But, that was the situation 
Just a few days before Kennedy was shot, Adlai Steven 
Ambassador to the United Nations, twice presidential ca 
dale, had been physically jostled and spat upon in the strec 
Dallas. That was the background. Well, despite all ! 
Kennedy’s arrival was greeted with great enthusiasm, ai 
ono |K)iul In Uio motorcade, Mrs. Connully, tho Govern 
wife, turned to him and said, “You can’t say that Dallas do< 
love you, Mr. President”. And that’s the way it seemed. Ii 
all flowers and kudos when the motorcade came into the 
from the old airfield called Love Field. They came down l 
Street and then took a right onto Houston at a place cr 
Dealey Plaza and then left on Elm Street. This was 1 : 
exactly that Friday. And as the car straightened out 
proceeded down Elm Street, the shots rang out. John Kern 
was seated in the back of the car, his wife to his left. Din 
in front of the President was Governor John Connally, ai 
his left, Mrs. Connally. There was no barricade or partitk 
any kind between the Kennedys and the Connallys. In the f 
seat of the car were two secret service agents, Greer 
Kellerman. The shot that struck the President caused hii 
slump forward somewhat, and his hands came up in a refic 
action toward his mouth and throat. Then Governor J 
Connally was struck. You’ll see some of these things depi 
on slides in a short while. And then the fatal shot was the 
that hit Kennedy in the head, and there’s a crimson burst a 1 
head literally explodes, and his body, very interestingly, 
hurdled back and to the left, literally onto his wife’s lap. 
car sped quickly to Parkland Memorial Hospital, a s' 
distance away, arriving about 12:35. They had about eigh 
doctors ready, specialists in all the fields, one of them a 1 
bright surgical resident, even recalled reading somewhci 
that time, it was kind of a deep dark secret that John Keni 
had Addison’s Disease, and he was prepared with sten 
They did everything they could, but it was impossible to • 
his life. He was officially pronounced dead at 1:00, twe 
five minutes after his arrival, thirty minutes after the shooi 
The doctors at Parkland saw a big gaping defect on the r 
side of the head with destroyed absent calvarium and hei 
rhagic lacerated brain. They saw a wound in the front ol 
neck in the midline, at the level of the knot of the tie. The) 
not undress the body. There was no further examination, 
had a corset like garment which he wore because of his 
back from an injury in World War II. There was a mistake n 
in terms of a news conference by the doctors in which 
permitted themselves to be asked and they answered quest 
about the number of shots and trajectory and things like 


which set the stage for some confusion, but that would not have 
been a terrible error if the ensuing events had not occurred. 

Well, under Texas law there was no question but that the 
autopsy should have been performed there. Indeed the medical 
examiner, his staff were there to assume jurisdiction over the 
body. The secret service agents and the FBI quite literally 
forced their way out, guns were almost drawn, numerous 
profanities and other very strong epithets were tossed about, 
and threats were made. They took the body quite illegally from 
the hospital, went to the airfield. The body was placed on the 
plane, and after Lyndon Johnson was sworn in as President by 
Federal Judge Cyrus Hughes, they took off for Washington. 
Initially, believe it or not, there was talk about whether or not 
an autopsy would be done at all. Then, well, maybe a very 
limited autopsy, and they wouldn’t examine the head. And 
then they began to think and talk some more, and they came to 
the realization, well, we belter do an autopsy. Now, this is 
extremely important, and of course very — very relevant and 
nicuiiingrul foi this kind of nmuidienee in pnilictdnr. To do this 
post mortem examination of the President of the United Stales 
of America, in order to determine all the things that are 
necessary, in any homicide, only now we’re dealing with the 
President, but even if you had this homicide involving anyone 
else, multiple gunshot wounds, what’s your entrance, what’s 
your exit, what’s your trajectory, what are the lines of fire, 
which were fatal, etc.? To do this autopsy in the United States 
of America in 1963, they didn’t call upon an Milton Helpren 
from New York, a Russell Fisher from Maryland, an Alan 
Moritz from Cleveland, and Geoffrey Mann from Virginia. 
No. They called upon two naval pathologists at Bethesda who 
were, and as far as I know, are quite competent hospital 
pathologists. I do not denigrate hospital pathology anatomic 
and clinical pathology at all. I am involved in both, and in fact, 
it is a very important specialty. It is simply that, a hospital 
pathologist who has had no training or experience or practice 
in forensic pathology, is not a forensic pathologist, and there’s 
a hell of a big difference between doing a hospital autopsy and 
doing a medical/legal autopsy. These people that I mentioned 
who are known to pathologists and the long time Coroners in 
the room, were the outstanding forensic pathologists, and they 
were within an hour’s driving or flying time of Washington, 
D.C. They were well known to the United Slates government. 
They have been used to leach at the AFIP. They have been used 
to teach medical and military pathologists for many many 
years and other officers. It isn’t that forensic pathologists were 
unknown. They were used in aircraft crashes through World 
War II nnd thereafter, so by 1 963 the l Inilcd Slates government 
knew damn well what a forensic pathologist wus. And this 
point cannot be emphasized enough, because this is the crux 
of the matter. 

Y ou see, what if the President, instead of being shot that day, 
while stepping out of the bathtub had slipped on a wet mat and 
struck his head and was kind of fuzzy and an apparent concus- 
sion and who knows what else? Well, you wouldn’t hesitate, 
if I asked you what kinds of specialists would have been called 
in to examine him, certainly a neurologist, maybe a neurosur- 
geon, an ophthalmologist to look at the eyes, maybe an internist 
for an overall view, or so. You certainly would not have 
expected a dermatologist or an obstetrician to be called in 
under those circumstances, would you? This is what happened 


in America. Well, let’s see, is my criticism unjust, is it 
exaggerated, is it based upon some sense of official chauvin- 
ism as a forensic pathologist? These two pathologists, Humes 
and Boswell, at Bethesda, then were in charge. As an after- 
thought they called in Pierre Finck from the AFIP who was an 
Army man. He had had some fairly limited administrative 
experience in forensic pathology, not a great deal of actual 
hands-on performance of medical-legal autopsies. In any 
event, Pierre Finck was brought in, junior in rank, an a^.iy man 
in a naval setting, and was extremely uncomfortable and 
extremely frustrated. Back then, the American Academy of 
Forensic Sciences meeting in 1964 and 1965 before things got 
real hot and heavy, they shouted a little bit with Pierre, and 
while he was quite restrained and a very proper Swiss gentle- 
man, and a very excellent physician and person, he did express 
some thoughts. And later on he expressed other thoughts, 
under oath, in a Clay-Shaw trial in New Orleans. When it was 
asked of him repeatedly, and the judge finally insisted that he 
answer, whether or not there was any kind of contiol in the 
autopsy room, Dr. Finck then staled in a very soft voice with 
his head down, yes, there had been — there had been an 
Admiral whose name he did not remember, who had ordered 
the pathologist not to trace out the bullet wounds in the back or 
in the front, and who had ordered him to do certain other things, 
like not mentioning the adrenal glands. Having nothing to do 
with the death of the President or the assassination, but just to 
show you, to corroborate, to emphasize, the control. You could 
imagine telling Milton Helpren, or Alan Moritz, or Russell 
Fisher, or Geoffery Mann, don’t mention the adrenal glands, 
and don’t trace out the bullet wounds. There’s no way. But if 
you got Admirals and Generals and top level secret service and 
FBI agents, three dozen people wandering in and out of the 
autopsy room, and you’ve got thatkind of authority with ; . . i 
military officers, you tell them what to do, you can be very 
certain that they will do what they are instructed to do. And 
that’s why they were chosen. 

But what is it that they did? What did they see? They saw 
the big gaping defect on the right side of the head that I’d 
mentioned before, and then they saw another wound, which 
they placed four inches down below the level of the top of the 
head in the right occiput. And they concluded that the bullet 
that struck the President in the head, had entered in the right 
occipital area, moved tangenlally forward to the right, blowing 
out brain and bone, and had fragmented. There were many 
small pieces of metal found, but no significant size piece of a 
slug. Then they found a hole in the President’s back, which 
they loaned iiIhmiI six inches below the crest of the lop of the 
shoulder on the right side. They probed with their fingers, 
probed with instruments, couldn’t feel or find the bulIcL They 
took x-rays, no bullet. They did the autopsy, no bullet. Very 
fascinating situation. Well, where’s the bullet? 
back at Bethesda, the sweat pouring down their heads, the 

To be continued in the next issue of the 
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